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THE LONGEST DICTIONARY WORDS

A. ROSS ECKLER
Morristown, New Jersey

In Language on Vacation (Scribner l s, 1965), Dmitri Borgmann
devote s several page s to a survey of the longe st words in the English
language. As might be expected, he finds it nece s sary to proceed
from standard reference works such as the Webster dictionarie s to
ever-more-esoteric sources as the word-length is increased. One
rapidly enter s the realm of the nonce word -- a word used but onc e,
or at mo st a few time s by a single author. Since Borgmann 1 s book
appeared, it has become apparent to logologists that chemical names
de scribing complex or ganic compounds can be almost infinitely ex
panded; the Guinne ss Book of Records cite s a 1913-letter chemical
term which earlier ( May 1968) was published in Word Ways. Yet, it
is again likely that one is entering the realm of the nonce word; in
writing about a compound, a chemist is more likely to refer to it by
formula if the name is at all long.
What are the longest words in the English language that are really
used? One ought to be able to turn to unabridged dictionaries to ans
wer this question; presumably they are interested in documenting
language actually in use instead of flattering the vanity of word-coin
er s. Did not the compiler s of Webster I s Third proudly point out how
many millions of examples from a multitude of sources they collected
and collated? Is it not true that scores of such citations appear on
every page? Alas, it soon become s evident that such care has been
lavished on only the short and medium-length words. I do not recall
seeing a single citation illustrating the use of any word of twenty
three letter s or more (the cutoff point for this article) •
However, the mo st damning evidence that dictionary editor shave
relaxed their vigilance when considering really long words is con
tained in the Seventh Edition of Webster l s Collegiate Dictionary: the
longe st word therein is our old miner I s lung disease friend,
PNEUMONOULTRAMICROSCOPICSILICOVOLCANOCONlOSIS, but
the second longest word, ELECTROCARDIOGRAPHICALLY, is only
half this length. The suspicion is inescapable that Webster's has
inserted the former word in the Collegiate for reasons other than the
everyday linguistic needs of the college student; can any reader cite
a single legitimate source-use for this word? (I rule out the host of
sources which discuss this as a long word, and instead seek ones
that use it in context.) Funk & Wagnalls ruthlessly excises the mid
dle of the word and reports only PNEUMOCONIOSIS; the same spel
ling is used on page 26 of Time Magazine J February 28, 1972.
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Although it may cast little light on usage, a study of long diction
ary words should illuminate other que stions. How much consensus
is there among different unabridged dictionarie s concerning which
words to include? How much change is the re in the stock of long
words ove r several decades? What clas se s of long words do diction
ary-compiler s favor?
The list at the end of this article is the result of a fairly thorough
search through five different twentieth-century American unabridged
dictionarie s: Webster I s New Inte rnational Dictionary of the English
Language (Fir st Edition 1909, Second Edition 1934, Third Edition
1961) I The Random House Dictionary of the English Language ( 1966) ,
and Funk & Wagnalls New Standard Dictionary of the English Language
( 1946). The list is re stricted to single-word, unhyphenated entrie s
of 23 letters or more in boldface type. No plurals or other derived
forms have been included unless specifically listed; however, in one
case a single word from a two-word entry has been included. Variant
spellings of the same word are separately listed. After each word,
the source(s) in which it appears is given in code (l,2,3,R,F); aster
isked sources refer to the Webster Addenda (published in 1929, 1957
and 1971) or the Funk & Wagnalls Addendum (published in 1956). Each
word is classified by field: Ch for chemistry, Me for medicine I Sc for
other s dentific usage, and Li for lite rary usage.
Why an arbitrary cutoff point of 23 letter s? It was selected partly
to keep the li st from growing too long I but mor e as a re sponse to the
claim in Funk & Wagnalls that the 22-letter word HONORIFICABILI
TUDINITY is '1 frequently cited as the longe st word in the Engli sh lan
guage l ! . (Even Funk & Wagnalls does not believe this, for it lists at
least four longer word s. )
What can be concluded from the list given below? Long words are
overwhelmingly technical in natur e; of the 77 listed I 29 are chemical
compounds, 24 are medical terms, and 11 refer to other fields of
science and technology. There are only 13 words -- less than twenty
per cent -- that can be called literary, and of these several were ori
ginally coined as nonsense words. (Reader s will recognize the most
recent one I from the Walt Disney movie based on Mary Poppins j but
others have a more distinguished paternity, such as Shakespeare and
Gladstone. )
It is much more instructive to analyze the changes that have oc
curred in the Ch-Me-Sc- Li mix of long words over the past two gener
ations. Consider the three editions of Webster's:
Edition of Dictionary
Fi r S tEd it ion ( 19 0 9 - 2 9 )
Second Edition ( 1934-57)
Thir dEdition ( 1961 - 71 )

Number of Words
7

28
29

6
5

1

Li' Sc

4
4
1

Me Ch

102
7
3 11 14

6. 11

The numbers spaced midway between the rows refer to words appear
ing in both the Fir st and Se cond Editions (6) I and both the Se cond and
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Third Editions (5). Only one word, PSEUDOLAMELLIBRANCHIATA,
appear s in all three Webster dictionaries. The twentieth-century ex
plosion of science and technology is mirrored in the ever-increasing
total for the succe ssive editions, but is shown even more clearly by
the shift in emphasis from literary words in the First Edition to med
ical and chemical words in the Third.
Another way to look at the list is to see how much agreement there
is among different dictionaries; do different editors apply similar cri
teria for including or excluding words? To minimize the secular in
crease demonstrated above, three reasonably contemporaneous dic
tionaries were selected: Funk & Wagnalls with Addendum (1956) ,
Webster's Third without Addendum (1961) , and Random House (1966).
It is obvious that the Funk & Wagnalls editors are far more conserva
tive about admitting long words than are either the Webster or the Ran
dom House editors; the numbers allowed are 9, 27 and 30, respective
1y. More startling, only 8 words (about 25 per cent of the total in
either dictionary) are found in both Webster! s and Random House, 2
in both Random House and Funk & Wagnalls, and none in both Web
ster! s and Funk & Wagnalls. Such profound disagreement shakes
one I s confidence in the omniscience of dictionary-compilers; appar
ently each dictionary has its own preferred source s.
One rather obvious source for medical terms is Dorland I s Medi
cal Dictionary, brimful of sesquipedalian medical and chemical terms.
In the 23rd Edition, there are 44 that are 25 or more letters long, in
cluding the 37-letter HEPATICOCHOLANGIOCHOLECYSTENTER..,
OSTOMY. However, of the 25 chemical or medical terms of 25 or
more letter s appearing on the dictionary li st below, only six are found
In Dorland.
What is the attitude of British dictionary- compiler s toward long
words? The Oxford English Dictionary, to the best of my knowledge,
lists only two boldface unhyphenated words of 23 or more letters:
ANTHROPOMORPHOLOGICALL Y and TRANSUBST ANTIATIONALIST.
(However, if hyphenated words are allowed, the OED also recognizes
the 29-letter nonsense word FLOCCI-NAUCI-NIHILI-PILI- FICATION.)
Although the original twelve volumes were compiled prior to the begin
ning of the century (hence, before the proliferation of scientific term
inology) , the Supplement was published in 1933, only one year before
Webster 1 s Second Edition. Apparently the OED subscribes much more
rigorously than any of the American dictionaries to the philosophy that
(literary) usage is the principal criterion for inclusion.
It is quite evident that unhyphenated words of 23 letters or more
are rarely encountered by the average reader. In Computational Analy
sis of Present- Day American English ( Brown Univer sity Press, 1967).
Henry Kucera and W. Nelson Francis report on a sample of one million
words taken from a varied collection of writings by American authors
that were fir st publi shed in the United State s in 1961. Only four words
of 20 or more letters turned up in this sample: INSTITUTIONALIZA
TION, PSYCHOPHARMACOLOGICAL, IMMUNOELECTROPHORESIS
and ALKYLBENZENESULFONATES. In their sample, l7-letter words
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occur about half as often as 16-letter words, 18-letter words occur
about half as often as 17-letter words, and so on; extrapolating this
rule-of-thumb, one can expect about one 25-letter word in a sample
of 15 million words, or one 30-letter word in a sample of half a bil
lion words (ten sets of the Oxford English Dictionary). However,
Kucera and Francis r s index heading on page 129 succinctly com
ments on such extreme extrapolations: unutterably - wacky.
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Reade r s are invited to di scover words that I have ove rlooked in
these dictionaries; however, it is unlikely that such discoveries will
alter the basic thrust of this article. As a more ambitious project,
reader s are encouraged to extend the study to hyphenated words, or
to proper names (using the Times Atlas and the Rand McNally Com
mercial Atlas I for example). To start the ball rolling, here are a
few hyphenated word s that were noted in pas sing:
quasi-internaHonali stic
qua si-extrater ritoriall y
squar ro so-pinnatipartite
eccle stia sHco- conservative
c hry santhemum- di car boxyli c
vajracchedika-prajnaparamita
inte r stitial- cell- stimulaHng
hystero- salpingo-oophorectomy
hyperglycemic- glycogenolytic
I am indebted to Darryl Francis for communicating to me the con
tents of the Air Force reverse word list (all words of 25 letters or
more are li sted separately). Both he and Ralph Beaman sugge sted
various long words to be added to the list.
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scienti
tetraio
thyrop,

Unhyphenated Boldface Entries of 23 or More Letter s

45 p neumonoultr amicr 0 scopic silicovolcano co nio si s
pneumonoultr amicro scopic s ilicovolcanokonio sis

3 R
2*R

Me
Me

34 diaminopropyltetr ameth yle nediamine
supe rca Efr a gili stic expialidoc ious

R
R

Ch
Li

31

dichlorodiphenyltr ichloroethane

R

Ch

29

c yc10tr imeth ylenetr initramine
trinitrophenylmethylnitramine

R
3 R

Ch
Ch

28

antidise stablishmentarianism

F

Li

27

electroencephalographically
ethylenediaminetetraacetate
honorificabilitudinatatibus
hydroxyde soxycortico sterone
octamethylpyropho sphoramide

3 R
3
1 2
3
3

Me
Ch
Li
Ch
Ch

26

anhydrohydroxyprogesterone
cystoureteropyelonephritis
eth y Ie ne diaminete tr aacet ic
ethylmercurithio salicylate *
hydroxydeoxycorticosterone
pancreaticocholec ysto stomy
phenoltetrachlorophthalein
pneumoencephalographically

3

Ch
Me
Ch
Ch
Ch
Me
Ch
Me

25

demeth ylchlo rtetr acycline
electrocorticographically
electroencephalographical
formaldehyde sulphoxylate s
immunoelectrophoretically
occipitoro scipito scapular
philo s ophicop s ycholo gical
supe rincompre hensiblene s s
syngene siotransplantation
tetra bromophenolphthalein

24 Aldiborontipho scophornio
dioxydia midoa r s e no benzol
diphenylarninechlorar sine
dis establishmentarianism
electrocardiographically
ha ema to s pe ctr ophotorne te r
laryngotracheobronchitis
rna gnetotherrnoele ctr ici ty
me ningo enc ep halornyeli ti s
pathologicopsychological
pseudointernationalistic

R

2
3
R
3
2
2
3
R
3*
R

1*2
3*
F

2
R
3
2 3

1 F
F

3 R
3 R
3 R
2
3
R
3
2
R

Ch
Me
Me
Ch
Me
Me
Sc
Li
Me
Ch
Li
Ch
Ch
Li
Me
Me
Me
Sc
Me
Sc
Li

23

anthro
blepha
chlorol
desoxy
dichlol
dimetb
ele ctrc
electrc
formal
Iormal
gastro'
hetero
magne
methyl
micro!
occipit
overin,
overin'
pancre
parasy
patholc
perica
phenol
phenox
philosc
polytet
Pseudc
pseudo
pseudc
scienti
thymo]
transu
*prece
**prec
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s c ientificophilo s ophical
tetraiodophenolphthalein
thyroparathyroidectomize

R
*R

Me
Me

I

Ch
Li

I

Ch

R

Ch
Ch

R

Li

R

Me
Ch
Li
Ch
Ch

2

I
I

Ch
Me
Ch
Ch
Ch
Me
Ch
Me

2

3

F
R
R
R

Ch
Me
Me
Ch
Me
Me
Se
Li
Me
Ch
Li
Ch
Ch
Li
Me
Me
Me
Sc
Me
Sc
Li

u

23 anthropomorphologicall y
blepharo sphincte rectomy
chlo rotr ifluoroethylene
de soxyribonuc1eoprotein
d ic hlo rodifluo rome thane
dimethyldithiocarbamate**
ele etroencephalographic
eleetrophotomicrography
formaldehyde sulfoxylate
fo rmalde hyde suIphoxy 1i c
gastroente roanastomo sis
het e ro complementophili c
magnetohydrodynamically
me th y Idihydr omorphinone
mic r 0 spec tr ophotometr ic
o c c ipi to te mpo roparietal
ove r individuali stic all y
overintelle ctualization
pancr eati coduodeno stomy
parasympatheticomimetic
pathologieohi stologic al
per icardiomediastiniti s
phenolsulphonephthalein
phenoxymethylpenicillin
philo sophicotheological
pol yte tr anuor 0 e thy Ie ne
Pseudolamellibranchiata
p seudolamellibranchiate
p seudophilanthr opic ally
s cientifieogeogr aphical
thymol sulphonephthalein
tr ansu bstantiationali st
*preceded by the word sodium
**preceded by the word fer ric

2
2 3
2

1 2
2
R
R
3 R
R
2*3
F
3
1 *2
2
F
R
3
3 R
F
R
R
2
3
2
2
2
3
2
R
1 2
2 3
R
2
2
I 2

Sc
Ch
Me
F

R

3

Li
Me
Ch
Ch
Ch
Ch
Me
Sc·
Ch
Ch
Me
Sc
Sc
Ch
Sc
Me
Li
Li
Me
Me
Me
Me
Ch
Ch
Li
Ch
Sc

Bc
Li

Bc
F R

Ch
Li

